DOI: 10.7763/IPEDR. 2014. V70. 1

The Social Network as a Filter for Internet Research

Della Ventura Michele

Music Academy “Studio Musica”

Abstract. Most of the students turn out not to have yet the necessary abilities to master the tools needed to
retrieve information by means of the search engines on the web and above all to focus on the research object
and to select the results. This article proposes a method to solve, even if only partially, the problem of
selection of the results, by using the Social Network. Nowadays Social networking stands out as a powerful
means of mass communication which unquestionably facilitates free circulation of ideas and information. A
defining and peculiar aspect is the structure based on participation and collaboration of the users. This
methodology has been tested on a selected group of students of different ages and academic performance.
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1. Introduction

Pondering on the current state of the relationship between the internet and the educational disciplines
calls for a statement of fact: the diffusion of internet usage (from e-mail to consultation of online library
catalogues, to the use of digital documentary content and so on) is an already acknowledged fact which can
no longer be understood as a marginal phenomenon and which appears to be susceptible of important growth
and developments. We may, in other words, interpret it as a relevant aspect of a new “normality” which is
progressively establishing itself and tends to position those who think it possible to stay offline in a marginal
area, imposing on them serious penalties at the level of information, communication and updating [1].

It seems, therefore, that the expectations that have been ascribed, ever since the dawn of the web (in the
early 90's), to the internet and to its extraordinary potentiality, in terms of didactics and research as well, are
rapidly coming true or have already become realized, overcoming obstacles and skepticism inextricably
related to the emergence of the new means, a radically innovative one and, due to many aspects, a disturbing
one as far as tradition-bound forms, techniques and practices are concerned [2].

One might be lead to think that there is no other option but to attend the progressive enhancement of the
"resources” existing on the network and gain full-scale access to an ever growing repository of information,
to the point where one thinks that “‘everything" can be found on the internet and that even what is currently
impossible to find will, inevitably, be available within a short time [3].

It is appropriate to start from this premise in order to try to propose some elements of doubt and
reflection with respect to the above-mentioned scenario and to highlight some problematic aspects that
should be seized with due seriousness, not to gratify the skepticism and negative prejudices of those who
deem it systematically inappropriate to - even partially - deviate from the consolidated tracks of tradition, but
rather in order to find convincing answers to real problems that would allow a rigorous and more efficient
use of the network in the field of research and didactics as well as its qualitative consolidation.

This paper is organized as follows:

Section 2 describes the network resources. Section 3 describes the filters for research. Section 4 presents
the Social network as a research filter. Section 5 shows an experimental test that illustrates the effectiveness
of the proposed method. Finally, conclusions are drawn in Section 5.

2. Network Resources

Acknowledgment of a quantitatively exorbitant informational universe, growing progressively to such an
extent as to be able to satisfy, partially or entirely, any kind of curiosity or interest [4], is probably the most
striking element for the usual or occasional user of the internet.



The gratifying experience of finding, by means of search engines, the answer to questions, albeit highly
specific, of one's own interests, is already common to many.

Although the sensation of disorientation in the face of an exorbitant number of results that the search
engines are able to provide is still intense, it is a fact that during these last years the study of the ways to
manage the research formulations on the generic engines has been making progress.

The abundance of content available online is impressive and the number of references that come out after
every interrogation on the search engines proves it well enough [4]. The issue, for those who want to use the
internet for studying purposes, is the heterogeneity of the retrievable content [5] and that in some way
respond to the formulation of a question launched on the search engine. And all of this may lead to think that
rather than in a big store of information, there is a gigantic, endless landfill within which it is possible to find
"jewels", but with a considerable amount of effort, putting up with annoyances and waste of time. It is a
sensation that may be justified because it engages the problem of the nature of the online document and the
modalities of its use and calls upon the responsibility and the choices of those who design documents for the
internet and of those who intend to use them, above all for didactic purposes.

To know how to direct one's own online research towards a specific typology of information, in the
current reality of internet, is not a mere trifle.

It is, in other words, a problem that involves the delicate and hard to answer question of the evaluation of
websites. How to evaluate, in terms of objective importance, a useful "resource" for study?

Websites characterized by disorganization, insufficient updates, inaccuracies of all kinds may provide
very useful content for specific questions; way larger and more sumptuous websites which present
themselves as extensive, controlled repositories of information [6].

The evaluation is undoubtedly difficult.

In most of the available online content one often has a hard time understanding what fonts were used, in
what way and, most of all, who is the author of the individual document proposed. We are dealing, too often,
with ready-to-use packets of information which are available for the deplorable yet ever more frequent
practice of copy-pasting in order to produce reports or essays [7].

It is only an example of a topic with respect to which there would be so much to discuss, that reveals
how important, crucial I would say, at a time when computers and networks are triumphantly making their
way into schools by virtue of governmental programs, a solid assumption of responsibility and new skills by
the teaching staff turns out to be, so as not to frustrate or abandon to a random combinatorial exercise the use
of an extraordinarily important tool like the internet. Once again, it is definitely worth insisting on the fact
that there is much valid useful content in all that heterogeneous material: the issue is to be able to
discriminate.

3. The Internet Research Filters

One of the main advantages of the electronic information sources is certainly the possibility to
investigate a large amount of data, using complex techniques that allow a retrieval of information on the
basis of user-defined criteria.

The leap, by comparison to a paper catalogue, is from pre-coordinate indexing, i.e. previously set by
the cataloguer, to post-coordinate indexing by words in the text, in which the association of concepts or
terms is only performed when the query is formulated [8].

Precisely because the electronic environment facilitates its own development thanks to its flexibility, the
research must be accurate and compliant with the syntax of the system, so as to avoid retrieval of a high
number of non-relevant documents (the so called "noise"): it is, therefore, necessary to use certain techniques
as filters in order to select the documents.

The most frequently used technique is the one based on the so-called Boolean operators (AND, OR,
NOT...), which allows a complex research among the inserted terms, logically correlated to one another by
the operators (Fig. 1).
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Fig.1: Boolean operators. AND only retrieves the entries that contain both specified terms. OR only retrieves the
entries that present at least one of the provided terms. NOT only tracks down the entries that fulfill a specific criterion,
excluding some other criteria expressed in the query.

Certain systems allow an exact research of the phrase enclosing the term in between quotation marks. It
is also possible, in order to refine the search, to use wildcard characters (for instance: $, %, *). Other
advanced research functions can be provided by various tools, as the limitation by date, language, type of
document and so on.

The use of these filters is a first step, yet it is not enough to guarantee a good result.

It is, first of all, necessary to rigorously analyze the information needs [9], in order to accurately identify
the terms to be used in the query. Certain degrees of recall and precision will ensue from the exhaustiveness
and specificity degrees adopted for the input of data [10].

The first one refers to the quantity of relevant documents retrieved out of the total number of documents
existing in the interrogated database.

The second one refers to the quantity of relevant documents out of the total number of documents
retrieved (be them relevant or not). If the research strategy is not built appropriately, the risk of losing useful
information is high. One must take into consideration that the relationship between recall and precision is
indirectly proportional (i.e. by increasing the recall, the precision is diminished and vice versa). We must
decide, case by case, which of the two aspects we want to put first.

The general reconnaissance stage must identify the focal point of the research and it must establish the
specific terminology, both in Italian and in other languages, (a terminology) which the research is going to be
based on.

The identification of the terms becomes, therefore, the crucial point of the research. This identification
may be time-consuming and may, however, not lead to the desired result (sometimes because of
shortcomings of the person).

4. The Social Network: the “Friendship” as a Filter

The social network has completely opened and modified the frontiers of digital communication [11]. It
presents itself as an internet site but it allows people to connect with one another, prefiguring itself, therefore,
as a virtual agora that expands the possibility to communicate.

Every day, most of the students [12] enter this agora and exchange opinions, narrate everyday facts or
personal situations, reply to or make suggestions to “friends”... (Fig. 2).

This environment by itself can guarantee the students the opportunity to enhance their knowledge and
their level of information (given the vast possibility to trace and share resources as useful links, articles,
audio and video content and so on), to the point where they become efficient in the learning process, if we
also take into consideration the opportunity to compare and interact with others, be them peers or not [13].

As shown in the preceding paragraphs, in order for a search engine to retrieve satisfying results, more
than using the content filtering techniques described above, it is important to know what word, words or
phrases to use for the research. At this stage, the assistance of other people (“friends” in the Social Network)
may prove very important inasmuch as the previous knowledge of every one of them comes into play:
knowledge that may derive from different fields of study, from personal interests and hobbies [14], from
knowledge of a foreign language...

Therefore, the “friends” in the Social Network can:



Directly provide links to specific online resources, as a consequence of a personal research or information
supplied by other ”friends” who are not in the list of the student performing the research.

Make suggestions with regard to the word or the words to be used for the research, on the basis of their
own knowledge or information supplied by other "friends” not in the list of the student performing the
research.

The recommended work might be directly or indirectly correlated to the topic forming the object of the
research (and derived from personal knowledge).

!

Fig. 2: Social networks are all about sharing: news, images, accomplishments, questions, recommendations and of-the-
moment nuggets of information.

5. The Results Obtained

An interesting attempt of qualitative measurement of the impact of Facebook in a didactic experiment
was proposed in order to check on the methodology depicted above.

The method applied is very similar to the one used in biomedical research to study the effects of a drug.
Students of a different age and having a different academic performance were selected, making sure they
were picked out of the same educational track (Sciences, Classical studies, Music...) so as not to have
significant differences among them that could have been held accountable for possible differences in the
results.

The students were divided into two heterogeneous groups and each group was assigned the same
research topic, previously explained in the lecture room by the Lecturer who deliberately avoided supplying
certain relevant pieces of information on the specific topic. The first group performed the research simply
using the search engine on the web while the other group used Facebook and the search engine.

The experiment revealed a statistically significant advantage for the use of Facebook as compared to the
simple use of a search engine: i.e. a variety of resources retrieved from the internet to draw information for
the research from, which was translated into a major number of additional pieces of information compared to
the ones supplied by the Lecturer.

The first group used information identified by means of websites (76%), Blogs (7%) and Wiki (17%)
(Fig. 3).



Fig. 3: Graphic representation of the sources from which the students of the first group retrieved research information.

The second group used information identified by means of websites (28%), Forums (26%), Blogs (19%),
Wiki (13%) and Scientific Articles (14%) (Fig. 4).

Fig. 4: Graphic representation of the sources from which the students of the second group retrieved research
information.

The last but not least important piece of information that may be retrieved from the graphs is how in the
second group, the focus of the students shifted to resources in which the collaborative aspect in the
construction of the information is present to a major degree: Forums, Blogs, Wiki and Scientific Articles.

The positivity of the result is contemplated in the light of certain non-negligible limitations. In the first
place the small number of students in the sample group limits the generality of the conclusions that may be
drawn. Finally, one must also consider the commitment required from the lecturer, desirous to create the very
same dialogue which, after all, is measured. The study tries to offer a qualitative comparison of the benefit
that may be obtained by a rational use of tools of social networking technologies. Last but not least, the
mistrust of the parents of the students involved, with regard to the use of Social Network, in that it is
perceived as a tool that disperses attention.

6. Conclusion

Experiencing school on the web through the daily use of networking tools is a first step towards the new
perspectives offered by an extremely rich and diversified digital panorama. Discovering new methodologies
in the age of the Internet and the Social Network means grasping a new vision of the educational horizon.

The intent to develop young people's irrevocable social skills for an adequate integration into an ever
more technological and competitive society must be pursued with the same tools that society nowadays
proposes and manages.

School cannot overlook the required skills changes, otherwise it risks becoming ever more irrelevant for
the everyday life of many students.
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